Introduction
In the UK, especially in England since the Education Reform Act (DES, 1988) , the market economy focus of many of central government's reforms and the policy of parental choice have encouraged schools to investigate clients' attitudes to the school either on an annual basis or as the need for new information arises. As Macbeath (1995, p. 10 ) points out, there has been a "discernible sea change in attitudes" to the validity of clients' views whereas, previously, it had been felt by many schools that the opinions of parents, pupils and even staff may not be fair or insightful. This has resulted in a number of studies with many different foci.
The issue of school choice and parental preference has been investigated extensively in the UK by the Open University PASCI study (Glatter et al., 1995) and by others such as Boulton and Coldron (1989) and West (1992) . Other studies have led to the information from a range of clients being used for various purposes such as: self-evaluation to inform planning (Macbeath, 1995; Scottish Office, 1992a,b) ; marketing (Davies and Ellison, 1997) ; inspection (OFSTED, 1995) . Some work has focused on particular groups of clients such as pupils (Ruddock et al., 1995) , parents (OFSTED, 1995; Raber, 1993; Townsend, 1996) , parents and pupils (Keele University, 1996) , staff (DES, 1993) ; while other projects have covered a wider range of stakeholders (Davies and Ellison, 1995; Macbeath et al., 1996; Maclure, 1993) . This type of systematically collected information gives a more reliable range of views than that obtained by vociferous clients who visit the school, either to be supportive or critical.
Over the last seven years, the surveying of client attitudes has formed one part of the authors' work with schools on a range of planning and improvement strategies. The collaborative project has enabled schools to sample the attitudes of pupils, parents and staff over a number of years. This particular paper focuses on the work with staff.
Why survey staff?
Alongside the pupils, the staff form a very significant interface between the school and its community. There is a danger that governors and senior managers will make assumptions about what staff think of the school, its activities and its management processes. It is important to have mechanisms to gather genuine views rather than making such assumptions. An honest view of the staff 's perceptions of a school will provide significant information for the whole school and for action at sub-group level. The surveying of staff opinion should engender a feeling among the staff that their views are important and are listened to.
Staff views can be set alongside the views from other client groups in order to produce a profile of the school as it is perceived and to point towards action points for the school's development. Often the issues raised would not have surfaced through other means or would have escalated into a conflict situation if left. Supportive results and comments can provide a "pat on the back" while the more critical aspects of the results should be taken in the spirit of continuous improvement, rather than the results being dysfunctional.
If the same questionnaire is used each year, then a longitudinal picture can be built up of the school's developments and the responses to these. Care must be taken, however, at the point of interpretation, about direct comparisons because of changes in staff and other factors.
Schools have often asked the researchers "what is the response to this question is in other schools?", wanting to know if a particular response rate is typical or high or low. The project does not encourage this approach as it focuses on providing a particular school with information to improve its development planning process. It is this continuous improvement process that is important rather than simply providing comparative information. Also, each school is unique in terms of its history and the challenges it faces and comparisons in this situation may be of limited value.
Choice of approach
The researchers had a choice between a very large project which could provide cross- The latter approach was chosen. The researchers aimed to develop a system which could be used across a number of schools in the project, which could be adopted for use by other schools and which could be continued by the project schools into the future.
While in-depth interviews with individuals or focus groups would yield a wealth of valuable information for a school (as in the Ruddock et al. (1995) study of pupils), such an approach, even with a sample of a school's client base, would be very expensive. It would also be too expensive for a school to sustain in the future.
It was decided to use questionnaires but to ensure that there was scope for clients to provide additional comments and that schools could organize follow-up interviews and discussion groups as they felt appropriate.
Development of the instrument
At the outset of the project the researchers worked closely with the headteachers of the schools in order to draw up a list of questions. It was important to include questions which would provide useful, rather than bland, information but on the other hand, if the questions had appeared to be too threatening to their security, then the staff may have felt that it was inappropriate to take part. The questions which were devised identify some individuals (such as "are you satisfied with the support that you receive from your headteacher when you need it?") so, before joining the project, schools had to decide whether this was acceptable, whatever the outcome. It would be inadvisable to ask certain questions and then to refuse to release the results because, for example, the leadership of the school had not received the anticipated level of support.
Thirty questions were devised, as this number could be answered quite quickly but would cover an adequate range of areas in some depth. The questions were randomized in the questionnaire but regrouped into the following categories for analysis:
• communications in the school; • quality of the working environment for the staff; • professional environment in the school;
• quality of education supplied by the school;
• professional support offered to teachers;
• role of the governing body; and • general satisfaction with the school.
It was important to consider the exact wording of the questions so that staff felt that they were appropriate to the school. Basic customization of terms involved the choice between pupil and student, school and college, principal and headteacher, curriculum area, department and year team and so on. There needed to be the opportunity for staff to qualify their responses (for example to explain their "don't know" responses) or to provide additional comments. This opportunity was provided by the free response section at the end of the questionnaire which asked respondents to "please expand on any question or make any further comments if you wish". The full set of questions is provided as Appendix 1 and also (along with pupil and parent questionnaires) in Davies and Ellison (1997) .
The format and means of analysis of the questionnaire needed to be decided at the outset. An optical mark reader can provide an efficient means of analysing the questionnaire responses (although this is more important for pupil and parent surveys where the number of participants is much higher).
Staff support
At the beginning of the project the schools sampled the teaching staff but not the support staff. Some then extended their work to cover all staff, using an adjusted questionnaire. This integration of the staff reflects a commitment to valuing all staff and to their involvement in the school's development. There are two significant issues to consider before involving a wider range of staff. First, it is important to ensure that all have a good understanding of the areas covered by the questions otherwise some feel disenfranchised through lack of knowledge. Second, a questionnaire which covers a range of jobs cannot cover some of the in-depth issues as easily as a more focused one to the teaching staff. This latter issue can be dealt with through supplementary questions or followup discussions.
With this type of project, it is very important to gain the support of the staff, the governors and the relevant unions so the researchers met with representatives of these groups at various stages in the process. Areas of particular concern centred on the identification of certain staff through the wording of the questions, the confidentiality of the responses and the way in which the information might be used by the schools. Early Macbeath (1995, p. 12 ) that "teachers are more likely to take the exercise seriously if they have been consulted and involved". It was also important to keep governors involved in the development of the project as they needed to have a strategic view from the start so that they would take a longitudinal approach and would not become hypercritical of individual results which may be caused by idiosyncratic responses in the short term.
There must be senior staff support for the project, especially if it is being promoted by someone who is outside the senior management team (SMT). There are three reasons for this: 1 the members of the SMT are probably the easiest to identify in the responses and they must plan how they will handle possible criticisms of their work; 2 there must be a commitment to build appropriate actions into the school development plan, otherwise staff will not see any reason to take part in future years; and 3 the SMT and governors must be prepared to report on actions taken and also, normally to provide a response when points are raised which cannot be dealt with, perhaps for lack of resources or for legal reasons.
Process
One of the factors which requires careful consideration is the most appropriate time of year for carrying out the questionnaire, as this can affect response rate and validity. Peak pressure periods such as report-writing time should be avoided. If it is too early in the year, revised ways of working will not have had an impact but if it is too late in the year there will be no time to analyse the results and have constructive feedback and discussion. Some events in the school year may unfairly affect the results, such as an inspection period or key points in the appraisal cycle. For many schools, March or May have been appropriate times which meet these criteria. The normal procedure is that the questionnaires are given out at a briefing meeting, with staff putting their responses in a sealed envelope. In order to overcome any potential problems with anonymity, the researchers have often collected and analysed the questionnaires themselves. It is important to emphasize the significance of the questionnaire to the staff, both at the briefing meeting and at the planning stage of the project. A low response rate is unhelpful as there is no way of knowing whether the respondents are typical or not. Also, staff will be more likely to complete their questionnaires if they have seen discussion and action as a result of the previous year's exercise.
Results
The results are tabulated and are then displayed by category as shown in the example in Appendix 2. In small schools, because the percentages are considerably altered by the response of just one person, it is more accurate to use raw results rather than percentages. Additional comments made by the staff in the free response section are typed and reordered by the research team to preserve anonymity.
If there is a low response rate, the results must be treated with caution. They cannot be ignored because those staff who have responded are entitled to know the outcome of the exercise. One of the tasks for the school is to review the process so that an alternative means of gathering opinions is found and to reconsider the process for the following year.
Follow-up
Data analysis and senior management discussion of the results need to take place quite soon after the survey has been conducted as staff will expect fairly quick feedback on the results. There should be honest discussion with staff about the results, with praise and recognition for the strengths which are shown and time spent exploring the reasons for the low scores where these appear. This discussion needs to be sensitive and to take place in different groups according to the issue. In one school, the staff were divided into teams, each led by a senior member of staff, in order to discuss the issues arising from the survey.
Results for different questions need to be interpreted very carefully so that appropriate responses are made. For example, in one school, only 22 per cent of the staff felt that they received adequate communications from the governors. It is likely that, in the followup process in that school, more management attention should be given to the issue of student behaviour even though 60 per cent of the staff felt that the students were given adequate information about how they were expected to behave.
The use of "not sure" means that follow-up work is needed to investigate the reasons for It is important to avoid reacting quickly to many of the issues raised but to triangulate the information with that from other sources. A more in-depth investigation can shed light on issues and it may, for example, not mean that anything needs changing but that communication needs to be improved. It is most important here that the governors take a strategic view and are sensitive to the issues, especially where weaknesses are concerned. Governors and senior managers need to give careful consideration to how they will deal with weaknesses which can be related to particular individuals.
Heads have found that a list of key issues can be drawn up from the follow-up work to inform the school development planning process. For example, a change in the meeting pattern was introduced in one school as a result of the concerns raised in the survey.
When the survey has been repeated, it is possible to show trends and to make comparisons between results in the different years. This is very useful as it can be used to check on improvements. Care should be taken, however, when drawing comparisons because:
• there can be disappointment when the percentage "yes" response does not increase following the introduction of an "improvement" -this can be caused by staff constantly setting their sights higher, for instance in the case of equipment and materials for teaching; • staff changes will mean that there is a different population being sampled; and • some of the individuals to whom the questions refer may have changed, e.g. the deputy head.
The researchers concur with the caveat given by Macbeath that "schools were encouraged, therefore, to treat the findings less as 'measures' than as pointers or indicators of something deserving closer scrutiny" (Macbeath, 1995, p. 11) .
Conclusion
Although there are material and time costs involved in the process, decision making can be considerably enhanced with high quality information. The researchers believe that the quality of school planning can be improved significantly by approaches such as this which improve the information flow. Staff opinions are crucial to the continuous improvement of the school. This questionnaire approach with its additional freeresponse sections and follow-up within the school provides a valuable means of gathering the information from staff. 3. Do you feel that you have adequate opportunities for professional development? 4. Do you feel that sufficient information is provided by your department to the students about what they are expected to learn? 5. Do you believe that the pastoral system adequately supports the students so that they can get the most out of their education? 6. Do you feel that the school is providing a high quality education for its students? 7. In general, are you satisfied with the governing body? 8. Do you find teaching at the school to be more rewarding than last year? 9. Are you generally satisfied with the equipment and materials available to you for teaching? 10. Are you satisfied with your involvement in the decision-making process? 11. Do you feel that sufficient information is provided by your department to parents about what their children are expected to learn? 12. Would you recommend that a friend should send his/her child to the school? 13. Do you feel that you get support when you need it from your colleagues? 14. Do you feel that there are adequate opportunities to represent your views to the governors? 15. Do you feel that sufficient information is provided by the school to the students about how they are expected to behave? 16. Would you recommend a colleague to work here? 17. Are you generally satisfied with the quality of your teaching rooms? 18. Do you feel that sufficient information is provided by the school to parents about how their children are expected to behave? 19. Do you feel that the workload in your department is distributed equitably? 20. Do you feel that you get support when you need it from the Headteacher? 21. Are you satisfied with the involvement of the non-parent community in educational activities and programmes at your school? 22. Do you feel that the number of students in the classes that you teach is appropriate? 23. Are the facilities in the staff room satisfactory? 24. Do you feel that your school is a good place to work? 25. Do you feel that you get support when you need it from the Deputy Headteacher(s)? 26. Do you feel that your assigned work responsibilities are fair and reasonable? 27. Do you get adequate recognition and appreciation from your colleagues for your performance and accomplishments? 28. Are you satisfied with the parental involvement in educational activities and programmes provided at your school? 29. Do you feel that you receive adequate communication from the governors? 30. Given the nature of the intake, do you think that there is a good level of student achievement in the school?
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Please expand on any question or make any further comments if you wish.
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